ABSTRACT: The aim of this study was to provide empirical evidence for the notion that social work interventionists should consider identity issues in African American adolescents as a foci in the development of intervention strategies. The author provides an overview of the major identity constructs and their interrelationships in African American adolescents. An example of the pervasiveness of relevant identity issues in African American adolescents was demonstrated by using a regression analysis to determine how identity characteristics predicted various forms of aggression in incarcerated and nonincarcerated youth. Significant statistical findings and theoretical support was used to sustain the rational of ''identity matters.''
Introduction
''A lack of familiarity with the problem of the Negro youth . . . is a marked deficiency in my life and work which cannot be compensated for with theoretical speculation.'' Erik Erikson Eric Erikson was a brilliant psychoanalyst, and is still perennially cited as the architect of identity development theory. According to Erikson (1964, p. 261) identity is ''. . .the accrued confidence that the Dr. Alonzo DeCarlo is an assistant professor at Chicago State University and also a fellow in the Center for Urban Mental Health Research at Chicago State University.
inner sameness and continuity prepared in the past are matched by the sameness and continuity of one's meaning for others, as evidenced in the tangible promise of a 'career'.'' In other words, identity formation is viewed as a process of self exploration and integration personal changes, societal demands, and expectations for the future. For the adolescent, a stable sense of self is anchored in the experiential crises. Consequently, the opportunity to fulfill personal potentialities in a context which permits the young person to be true to himself and true to significant others is at the forefront of self definition. This continuity of character serves as a platform of healthy identity development (Erikson, 1982) .
For some the identity formation process affords them the opportunity to routinely function with a clear sense of purpose and direction. For others, particularly racial and ethnic minority groups, the identity development process may be more complicated (Oyserman, 2000; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990 ). For example, in addition to experiencing pubertal changes, African American adolescents have historically been expected to be responsive to western European culture and their own black culture, while at the same time confronting ecological constraints, image denigration, and racism (Cross, strauss, & Smith, 1999) . Undeniably, for the African American adolescent, it is virtually impossible to be unaware of the implications that their racial designation imposes on their life (Harrison & Harrison, 2002) . Consequently, the identity process, that is, determining who I am and what I will I become, is experientially complex and difficult for African American adolescents. Still, the impact of race and ethnicity have only recently been included and obliquely expounded upon in conceptual models of human development, particularly as they are applied to African American adolescents. Indeed, the late Erik Erikson's self proclaimed lack of familiarity with how black youth may successfully traverse the ''normal'' developmental pathways mirrors the paucity and present-day status of empirical research in this area.
The socio-cultural experiences associated with identity formation have profound implications for minority youth. These experiences become more salient because adolescence is a stage wherein insecurity about the ''self '' characterizes the normative state of feelings and associated experiences (Spencer, Swanson, & Cunningham, 1991) . To this end, we sought to provide empirical evidence for identity centered intervention strategies. To support the aforementioned premise we examined two areas: first the interrelationships between the major identity models for African American adolescents; second, we intended to provide practitioners with an example of the prominence of identity development as one of the focal points in intervention strategies by investigating its relationship to four primary areas of aggressive behavior.
Literature Review
The discourse of identity development is dominated by three theoretical perspectives: (a) ego identity; (b) racial identity and; (c) ethnic identity. Ego identity is associated with traversing a series of developmental experiences from the syntonic pole of identity synthesis to the ego dystonic pole of identity confusion. Identity synthesis embodies a modification of childhood and contemporaneous identifications into a more refined, self-determined set of self-identified principles, whereas identity confusion symbolizes an inability to develop a practical set of ideals on which to base a potential sense of self (Schwatz. 2001) . In an attempt to add empirical rigor and detail to Erikson's theory, several researchers have expanded upon his original work. There are now numerous variations of ego identity that focus on social and cognitive aspects of identity development, such as a coping and problem solving model (Berzonsky, 1992) , identity control theory (Grotevant, 1997) , co-constructivist identity (Kurtines, Azmitia, & Alverez, 1999) , the contextual approach (Adams & Marshall, 1996) , and the identity capital model (Cote, 1997 ). Marcia's (1966) model of identity is perhaps the one most perennially cited. Marcia (1966) and Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Arches and Orlosfsky (1993) , operationalized Erikson's notions of ego identity by constructing a status typology based on two primary psychosocial tasks: self-exploration; and commitment to the ideological (occupational, religious, political and philosophical life-style values, goals and standards) or interpersonal (friendship, dating, sex roles, and recreational choices) systems. Four identity status' (achieved, moratorium, foreclosure, and diffused) were devised based on the level of allegiance to, and or exploration of, ideological and interpersonal interest. Adolescents with strong commitment and exploration were considered to have reached a state of identity achievement. The moratorium identity category is characterized by weak commitment and strong exploration. Those with strong commitment and marginal levels of exploration are classified as foreclosure identity. Diffused youth are described as possessing weak levels of commitment and exploration. The ego identity status paradigm by Marcia represents a generic sense of identity development with each stage punctuated by varying degrees of search and employ.
Conceptually, racial and ethnic identity emphasizes the dynamics involved in associating oneself with a particular race or ethnic group. Researchers and practitioners place a heavy emphasis on the dynamics involved in ethnic and racial identity as markers for adult well-being. As a result, there has been a broad emergence of racial and ethnic identity-based models, including black racial identity (Cross, 1995; Helms, 1995) , minority identity model (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1998) , American Indian identity (Choney, BerryhillPaapke, & Robbins, 1995) , Asian American identity (Sodowsky, Wan, & Pannu, 1995) , Hispanic Americans identity (Ruiz, 1990) , White racial identity (Hardiman, 1982; Helms, 1992; Rowe, Bennett, & Atkinson, 1994) , and biracial identity (Erwin & Ponterotto, 1995) .
Although some researchers use ethnic identity euphemistically for racial identity, such a substitution is unwarranted since there are significant differences between the constructs. Helms (1990) defines racial identity as a sense of group or collective identity, based on one's perception that he or she shares a common social heritage with a particular racial group. Ethnic identity highlights the connection that individuals share based on common social and cultural history (Helms, 1990) . Defined in these terms, racial identity has a biological component, ethnic identity does not. Hence, individuals from different racial groups can belong to the same ethnic group.
Based on the principles of ego identity, ethnic identity is seen as a process of search and commitment, but in the context of clear understanding and commitment to one's ethnic group. According to Phinney (1992) , there are several important aspects of ethnic identity, including positive ethnic attitudes and sense of belonging or affirmation, ethnic identity achievement, ethnic behaviors or practices, and other-group orientation. Positive ethnic attitudes and sense of belonging are considered attributes of ethnic pride, as well as feeling good about one's background, being happy with one's group membership, and feelings of belonging and attachment to the group. Ethnic achievement involves exploration and resolution of identity issues. A person experiencing ethnic achievement has a secure sense of self that is the optimal outcome of the identity formation process. Ethnic behaviors and practices comprise the individual's involvement in social activities with members of one's group and participation in cultural traditions. Finally, those classified as other-group oriented lack bias or preference for their own ethnic group in favor of another. Rotheram and Phinney (1987a,b) describes ethnic as attitudes and beliefs an individual holds regarding his or her membership in that group. Thus, at the center of Phinney's model is ethnicity as a critical component of the self-concept. Although Phinney's (1992) model appears to depict accurately various stages in ethnic identity, it does not adequately account for experiential racial socialization processes, which according to Cross and Fhagen-Smith (1999) , can ultimately direct or determine the trajectory of identity formation. Cross and Vandevir's (2001) revised framework is a stage developmental model of ''Nigrescence'' or conversion toward Blackness, is comprised a system of dynamic race based experiences that challenge the Black American's attitudes, cognitions, and behavior patterns. The original model included four levels of racial identity development including pre-encounter, encounter, immersion/ emersion, and internalization (Cross, 1971 (Cross, , 1978 . A stage called commitment was added to the most recent version of the Nigrescence model (Cross & Vandevir, 2001 ). In the initial stage, pre-encounter, individuals tend to have low racial salience. They may act, think and behave in ways that devalue or deny their sense of being Black while idealizing the dominant European American society. In stage two, encounter, individuals have an epiphany, experiencing an egregious event (usually a racial encounter) that causes them to reevaluate their views on the importance of their racial designation. In stage three, immersion/emersion, the person enters an intense transition marked by anger and in some cases black militancy, principally owing to the encounter experience(s). At this point, the individual immerses himself/herself in Afrocentric cultural events while simultaneously withdrawing from interactions with other ethnic groups. Emersion then develops as the person regains control of racial and self-identity and no longer feels the need to be consumed by cultural activities. In stage four, internalization, markers of the old social identity are expunged, and the individual acquires a sense of contentment with the self that calms the internal struggle of the previous stages. The fifth stage, commitment, is an addition in the revised model. Here the individual focuses on a restriction of actions associated with African American activities. Strong consideration and examination of alternative worldviews that hold promise as progressive change agents for African American group development are the highlights of this phase.
The identity research is partitioned into three camps-ego, racial, and ethnic. However, this broad range of research is only marginal in depth. For example most of the research conducted on identity development uses homogeneous college student samples, usually with less than a representative proportion of racial minority participants. Thus, despite the fact that thousands of studies have been conducted on identity formation, African American adolescent identity development remains a psychosocial enigma to researchers and practitioners. This gap in the literature has serious implications because understanding how identity is embedded in interpersonal, social, and cultural contexts is a necessary ingredient in the design of effective intervention for adolescents (Markstrom-Adams & Spencer, 1994; Schwartz, 2001) . Even Erikson (1968) acknowledged that favorable identity development serves as a protective mechanism against experiences that threaten the outcome of normative development for adolescents.
Methods

Hypothesis
Considering the paucity of literature concerning the identity development in African American adolescents, directional hypothesis were not created. Rather, the aim of the present study was two fold. First, the aim was to explore the interrelationships between ego, racial, ethnic identity development for African American adolescents in an effort to inform social work intervention strategies. Specificially, the study sought to empirically investigate how dimensions of well-developed ego identity were associated with mature racial and ethnic identity. Conversely, we were interested in how underdeveloped dimensions of each form of identity may be related. Second, we explored the extent to which African American identity status was predictive of aggressive behavioral characteristics to highlight the usefulness of identity assessment in prospective treatment/intervention plans.
Subjects and Sampling
The participants in this study were 110 African American adolescents (59 males and 51 females) ranging in age from 14 to 16 (M ¼ 14.9) (see Table 1 ). The participants were randomly selected The Racial Identity Attitude Scale-Long Form (RIAS-L; Helms & Parham, 1996) consists of 50 statements, each designed to assess attitudes reflective of the four stages, or statuses, of Black racial identity (i.e., pre-encounter, encounter, immersion-emersion, internalization) proposed by Cross (1971 Cross ( , 1978 . Respondents rate their level of agreement to each item using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 5 ¼ strongly agree). Helms and Parham (1996) reported the following internal consistency reliability estimates: Pre-encounter .76, Encounter .51, Immersion-Emersion .69, and Internalization .80. Lemon and Waehler (1996) reported RIAS-L subscales alphas ranging from .52 to .66. We did not use the measure that would have included the fifth stage of commitment from Cross' (2002) revised model because relatively little empirical research has evaluated it psychometric adequacy.
The Multiethnic Identity Model (MEIM; Phinney, 1992) was used to measure ethnic identity. Twenty items are rated on a likert scale. Coefficient alphas obtained by Phinney (1992) were affirmation/ belonging .86, ethnic identity achievement, .80, ethnic behaviors (contains only two items thus no statically reliable alpha available), and other group orientation, 74. Research by Farver, Narang, and Bhadha (2002) obtained alphas ranging from .80 to .89. The instrument contains 14 items that assesses four components of ethnic identity (ethnic identity achievement, sense of belonging, ethnic behaviors, and other group orientation). The MEIM uses a Likert scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree and 4 ¼ strongly agree) for respondents to rate each item based on the extent of their agreement.
The Aggression Questionnaire (AQ) was developed by Buss and Perry (1992) , The new inventory investigates has four subscales; physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility, The AQ was developed to measure not just the level of a person's aggression, but also how the aggression is manifested. The internal constancy, as measured by coefficient alpha's, were as follows; Physical Aggression, .85; Verbal Aggression, .72; Anger, .83 and Hostility, .77. The aggression scale uses a likert (1 ¼ strongly disagree and 5 ¼ strongly agree) scale to measure the participants reponse to the questions.
Data Analyses
Pearson product moment correlation coefficients were used to explore the positive and inverse relationships between ego, ethnic, and racial identity. A factor analysis was used to look at the patterns of loadings across identity types. A multiple regression analysis was performed to examine the predicative value of specified independent variables.
Results
The dimensions within each of the three identity scales were factor analyzed to clarify the underlying constructs and to confirm the common dimensionality of these identity frameworks (see Table 2 ). The factor loading for each identity measure was conceptually appropriate. Factor (1) includes immersion/emersion, encounter and a negative correlation with other group orientation. The negative correlation of other group orientation is logically positioned considering that individuals who capitulate to a group outside their own culture characterize this identity dimension. However, the encounter experience leads to the identity dimension of cultural immersion. Factor (2) is represented by the most developmentally advanced 
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Extraction Method: Principal Component analysis; Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. Only factor loadings of .45 or greater included in the table identity dimensions (ego achieved, internalized, and affirmation/ belonging) from each scale used in the study. Although these three levels of identity originate from different models they all represent some form of crisis resolution and commitment. This grouping may also reflect the shared cultural and ethnic elements associated with racial identity achievement. Factor (3) is theoretically revealing in that the ethnic identity statuses of ethnic achieved and ethnic behaviors share an inverse relationship with racial the identity status of pre-encounter (race is seen as an imposition). Perhaps those who perceive race as unimportant also minimize the value of group preference and ethnic related stimuli. Several aspects of racial, ego, and ethnic were interrelated (see Table 3 ). Diffused was significantly related to pre-encounter (r ¼ .32, p < .05). These dimensions of identity share an underdeveloped sense of self-examination, with little or no energy expended on intra-personal commitment. For instance, diffused-type individuals have been shown to be reluctant to directly cope with or confront problems (Grotevant & Adams, 1984) . Similarly, individuals in the pre-encounter stage generally refuse to accept the reality that as African Americans, race may be an important part of their identity development. In fact, the aforementioned rational may also be part of the explanation for the positive relationship between preencounter and other group orientation (r ¼ .31, p < .05). It is possible for persons with the ''other group oriented'' identity style to prefer identification with another ethnic group while perceiving social dynamics of their own race as a hassle or imposition. The inverse relationship between diffusion and other-group orientation (r ¼ ).33, p < .05) seems reasonable because the impact of ethnicity on selfidentity is supplanted by interest in social-cultural aspects of an ethic group other than their own. As previously mentioned, individuals with a diffused type identity style have little or no commitments interpersonally nor ideologically. A negative correlation was found between other group orientation and Immersion/Emersion, (r ¼ ).40, p < .01). In this case, one might begin the immersion process by clinging to various aspects of black culture while simultaneously withdrawing from interactions with other ethnic groups.
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.39* a premium on ones beliefs about things such as religion, occupation/ vocational pursuit, and politics without an explicit reference to race. On the other hand, for racial identity development, racial saliency, the extent to which one's race is highlighted as the most relevant part of one's self concept, (Sellers, Smith, Smith, Rowley & Chavous, 1998) figures prominently in the development of ones ideological values. Thus, it appears that many adolescents who have been through a crisis resolution and committed themselves to an ideology may have done so in the context of racial saliency.
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Research has shown that for adolescents seeking to establish a firm sense of racial identity, an examination of their own ethnicity and its implications to the wider society is important Ogbu (1987) and Berry (1990) . Phinney (1992) places ethnic affirmation and attachment, not racial awareness, at the center of achieving an optimal identity. Phinney posits that minority youth explore their ethnicity and its implications in their lives as they seek to establish a secure identity. This notion is supported by the positive relationship between ethnic achieved and ego identity (r ¼ .37, p < .01). However, we also found positive significant correlations between racial internalization and ethnic achieved (r ¼ .39, p < .01) and immersion/ emersion and ethnic behaviors (r ¼ .36, p < .01). Hence, while Phinney (1992) does not place race at the center of achieving an optimal identity, the relationships found in this research may suggest that racial matters may play a significant role in the identity development of African American adolescents.
Although it is not the focus of this research, we would be remiss to ignore to the question that countless culturally competent clinicians and researchers continue to ponder, considering that our research may shed some light the on matter. Is it possible for African American adolescents to function in an ethnically achieved identity style and not have internalized the psychosocial dynamics of racial saliency? Our findings show no consistent statistical relationships to support that idea. The relationships discovered in this work lean more toward the opposite. Indeed, Cross (1996) suggested that for those youth who make race a central organizing feature of their identities, the search and explore experience associated with identity development would involve the dynamics of the Nigrescence paradigm. Logic would dictate that strong efforts of African Americans to suppress the force of race on ''self-identity'' would only contribute to the impasse that one is seeking to overcome. In other words, attempts toward eliminating race as a function of a secure identity raises its saliency by default.
Moreover, Cross (1995) asserts that the Multigroup Ethnic Identity model proposed by Phinney (1992) does not predict nor explain the diverse and healthy identities to be found among African Americans. According to Cross (1996) , any minority identity model that is applied to the Black experience must be able to explain how the status of 'achieved identity' can be found in Blacks who either do or do not make race salient in their worldview. It does not appear that Phinney's (1992) model of ethnic identity was designed to accommodate such an idea. Rather Phinneys (1992) model was based on Ericksons notion of commitment to, and exploration of, relevant stimuli deemed important to the adolescent. The positive relationship between ego achieved and ethnic achieved identity seems to sustain such a notion. Cross astutely highlights (1995) the omission of racial saliency as a possible limitation of Phinneys (1992) model. However, the Nigrescence model developed by Cross (1991) does not adequately address how African American youth negotiate the basic ego identity issues associated with critical decisions about occupational, vocational, religious, and political views in the context of racial matters. How adolescents come to terms with these issues is crucial to our understanding of their developmental transitions into adulthood.
Several inverse relationships were found. The diffused identity style was negatively correlated with internalization (r ¼ ).22, p < .05), and ethnic achieved identity (r ¼ ).30, p < .05). This inverse relationship seems conceptually correct considering that individuals with diffused type characteristics are unlikely to have explored or committed to ethnically or racially relevant practices. Similarly, preencounter and the ethnic achieved identity (r ¼ ).26, p < .05) status were negatively related. The ethnic achieved identity status is distinguished by an acknowledgement of and involvement with the precepts of ones ethnic group. Conversely, an individual with pre-encounter type attributes is prone to abstain from such loyalties. The inverse relationship found between ego achieved and other group orientation (r ¼ )36, p < .05) is not easily explainable. Perhaps for African American adolescents in the ego achieved identity status, the other group oriented position is superseded by a level of cultural inimitability nested within their exploration of and commitments to ideologically relevant practices.
To further illustrate the influence and pervasiveness of identity characteristics we used dimensions of ego identity (diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium and achievement), as predictors aggressive attributes in African American adolescents (See Table 4 ). Aggression was selected as the dependent variable because African American adolescents are at highest risk for being both a perpetrator and victim of aggressive/violent behavior (Hammond & Yung, 1991) . Regression analyses were conducted first for the entire sample, then for incarcerated and non-incarcerated samples separately. The analyses reveal that the underdeveloped identity domain (diffusion) has the strongest predictive pattern across aggressive behavior dimensions, particularly with the incarcerated group (R 2 ¼ 32,
Conversely, the advanced identity stage (achievement) shows a consistent pattern of inverse relationships in the incarcerated group (R 2 ¼ 32,
There was a similar pattern found in the non-incarcerated group. Hence, African American adolescents with underdeveloped identity statuses were more likely to be in the incarcerated group and possess significant aggression attributes. On the other hand, whether incarcerated or not, adolescents with a mature identity status were unlikely to have to possess the aggression attributes.
Discussion
This investigation explored the relationships between ego, ethnic, and racial identity. Several results were particularly revealing. First, a factor analysis showed that not only were ego achieved and its racial equivalent, internalization, grouped together, but particular ethnic dimensions of affirmation and belonging were also related to these features of identity. Thus, aspects such as ethnic pride and feeling good about one's ethnic background may be part of advanced identity development. Second, parallel findings between well-developed identity statuses' (i.e., internalized, ego achieved, and ethnic achieved), and under-developed identity dimensions (i.e., pre-encounter and diffused) may suggest that, for African American adolescents, features of racial and ethnic identity may be neither identical to nor inseparable from characteristics of ego identity development. It is likely that ego, racial, and ethnic identity share working components of the same psychosocial process. Moreover, the inverse relationships between the various identity statuses were congruent with their theoretical underpinnings, extending the integrity of these findings. Perhaps there is more diversity among researchers committed to various camps, than the actual work being produced regarding identity matters. If this is the case, there is strong need for theoretical fusion. Finally, the lack of commitment to and exploration of occupational, political, or personal goals and standards as reflected by diffused identity was consistent predictor of all four dimensions of aggression. This lends tentative evidence to the importance of social work intervention examining identity issues with African American adolescents as one of the focal points in assessment and treatment.
Understanding how African American youth appear to manage the struggles of race and ethnic consciousness as well as achieving the normal developmental outcomes of adolescence associated with ego identity requires extensive research. More study is necessary to ascertain how ego, racial, and ethnic identity evolves over time and the nature of this development in other areas of African American adolescents lives. Studies that capture the cultural subtleties of identity development in African American youth will make tremendous contributions to the intervention and prevention strategies for practitioners.
Implications for Social Work Practice
Identity and Social Work Intervention
Why should social work intervention include identity development assessment as one of the primary assessment tools for treatment strategies? The significance and meaning that African American adolescents attribute to identity may be critical to their psychological well-being (Caldwell, Zimmerman, Bernat, Sellers, & Notaro, 2002) . As the primary service providers in child welfare in the United States, it is critical that the social workers efforts are informed by the latest research on identity. Furthermore considering the disproportionate representation in the judicial, mental health, and correctional systems, it is particularly important for providers working with African American adolescents owing to the vast impact identity has on development. In fact, Scurfield and David (2001) suggests that the onus rests squarely on the shoulders of the clinician to demonstrate to the client how he/she is a credible resource for productively discussing identity and related stressors. This is a crucial point because many African American and other minorities are likely to prematurely terminate their relationship with a social work interventionists because they feel their unique identity needs are not being addressed (Flaskerud, 1986; Sue & Morishima, 1982; Vernon & Roberts, 1982) . Moreover, the presence of racist attitudes and behaviors are so widespread that some research practitioners suggest that sensitive inquiry about the extent of ethnic minority clients to exposure to race rated stressors would be an extremely useful component of any mental health assessment (Carter, 1991; Parham & Helms, 1985; Scufield & David, 2001; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990 ). In addition, racial identity status has been associated with, and predictive of, how African Americans manage painful affect (Neveill, Heppner, & Wang, 1997; Wilson & Constatine, 1999) , aggression (DeCarlo, 2001 this study), levels of internal locus of control (Jackson & Neville, 1998) , and general psychological functioning (Loo, Fair bank, & Scurfield king, 1999) . For adolescents, poor identity has also been related to low selfesteem, low school achievement, school drop out, teenage pregnancy, gang involvement, eating disorders and drug abuse, (Cross, 1991; Thomas & Speight, 1999) . Hence, social workers who have an informed understanding of the identity development process of African American adolescents have a greater chance of being a more effective interventionist.
